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ernment –  the “Government of Unity and Reconciliation”. However, when  looking at  the 
“reconciliation  landscape”  of  Rwanda  it  becomes  evident  that  government  programmes 
make up only a portion of the activities going on in the country. Caused by the very policies 
of  the  government,  no  NGO,  church,  or  institution  can  shirk  its  duties  and  refrain  from 
being somehow involved “in reconciliation”. Such is the pressure that even survivor organi‐
sations  like AVEGA cannot but  state  that  they  too are  supporting and assimilating  them‐
selves in the process of unity and reconciliation.5  Hence when talking about “national rec‐
onciliation”  in  Rwanda,  one must  highlight  all  those  large  and  small  scale  initiatives  the 
“National  Unity  and  Reconciliation  Commission”  is  struggling  to  keep  track  of,  let  alone 











two case  studies  that  I have  researched during a  field  trip  to Rwanda  in 2006.  I  selected 
them because of their different approaches that are both promising to be very successful in 
their own way.  The  focus will  be on  the diverse methods,  ambitions and  (intended) out‐
comes.  Drawing  on  the  concept  of  reconciliation  we will  establish  in  chapter  one,  I  will 
argue  in  chapter  four  that  reconciliation  is  a  process  of  transformation  that  has  multi‐













important  points,  usually  recording  in  writing  later  that  day what  had  been  said  shortly 
before.  Informal  conversations were  also  recorded  in writing,  normally  just  after  the en‐





by  facilitators  also.  Furthermore,  I  used  participant  observations  several  times,  during 
which I was able to take notes and always having had somebody translating for me. 
 



























term’s misconceptions.  The  chapter will  be  concluded  by  an  overview  of  instruments  or 














It  is  evident  that  reconciliation  nowadays  often  figures  among  the  central  strategies  for 





this  chapter.  Relationships  are  defined  by  a  complex  set  of  conditions,  experiences  and 













the  respective  cases.9  What  all  conflict  and  post‐conflict  situations  do  have  in  common 
though is an  innate complexity that renders one‐dimensional approaches  in the quest for 
reconciliation  futile  right  from the start.  I will briefly present a number of  the diverse di‐














national Community” – all  this needs  to be  taken  into account when reconciliation  is de‐
bated.  Also  influencing  peace‐consolidation  is  the way  in which  the  disputing  parties  lay 
geographically – whether  they  inhabit  separated parts of a country or  live  in mixed com‐
munities.  Finally,  the  customary methods of  resolving  conflicts  in a given  culture may be 
beneficial  or  detrimental  to  a  process  of  reconciliation. As Bloomfield  (2003b:  46)  points 






–  each of  them  is of  interest per  se  since different  approaches  and  strategies will  be  re‐
quired in order to solve the particular problems faced.   
 
Who does  the question of  reconciliation concern?  In  the case of Northern  Ireland  the  is‐
sues  at  stake  are  of  both  political  and  personal  reconciliation,  i.e.  the  reconciliation  be‐
tween  individuals  and  groups  of  people. Where  politics  are  concerned,  a more  technical 
definition of the term reconciliation can  indeed be applied, when formerly hostile parties 





likely  to  influence their professional behaviour as well. One should  therefore not exclude 
the notion of “inter‐personal reconciliation” from the political sphere. 
 
Where  “national  reconciliation”  is  concerned,  we  shall  speak  both  of  reconciliation  be‐






Having  established  that  the  conditions  for  any  attempted  reconciliation  are  likely  to  be 
complex we will now focus our attention on finding a definition of the concept of reconcili‐






that  support  the healing of broken  relationships  and allow people  to  live  together  in  ac‐
ceptance, forgiveness and/or mercy (Petersen 2001: 3). And as Molenaar points out, “the 






Trudy Govier  finds this understanding of  reconciliation common  in  the case of an evoked 
“national reconciliation”: “In the wake of civil conflict, groups are sometimes described as 


















the  rebuilding of  trust, which  requires  time,  and gradual  changes  that need not  follow a 
linear progression  (Bloomfield 2003a: 19).  This process may even  take generations,  for  it 
involves  different  constitutive  elements,  which  can  rarely  be  put  into  practice  all  at  the 
same time (Rigby 2001: 183). Thus  it can be described as “an over‐arching process which 
includes  the  search  for  truth,  justice,  forgiveness,  healing  and  so on”  (Bloomfield  2003a: 
12).   
 
Secondly,  reconciliation  is  mutual.  While  I  can  decide  to  forgive  somebody  without  his 
knowledge  or  consent,  I  cannot  be  reconciled  if  the  other  does  not  agree.  Both  these 
points are supported by Gubin et al.  (2005: 301) for whom reconciliation  is a “mutual ac‐
ceptance by members of  a  formerly hostile  group of  each other”.  This  “includes positive 
attitudes” as well as “positive actions”.   
 










ture  their  social  lives and  to continue  to  live  together with  their  former enemies. And  to 
this end, Kriesberg’s definition would be well suited. However, I suggest that in the case of 
Rwanda, minimally  acceptable  relationships  risk  not  to  be  enough.  They would  not  pose 
that big an obstacle to renewed outbreaks of conflicts or even violence  in the case of re‐
turning  instigation  against  “the  other”.  Antoine  Rutayisire,  the  team  leader  of  “African 
Evangelistic  Enterprises”  (AEE)  in  Rwanda,  puts  it  this  way:  “Sometimes  people  confuse 
peaceful coexistence with reconciliation. But we can live together ‘peacefully’ and still hate 
each  other.  This  is  not  reconciliation  and  will  eventually  lead  to  an  explosion”  (Gordon 
 Theory and Practice of Reconciliation in Rwanda  8 
2004: 15012). Therefore  I argue that reconciliation has no value  in  itself.  Its objective –  in 
the case of Rwanda – should be that the potential for the absorption, fostering and execu‐





that  has  the  potential  to  provide  healing  for  individuals  and  societies.  Although  such  a 
“profound  change”  is  certainly  ambitious,  examples  from  my  fieldwork  show  that  it  is 











reconciliation  is  about  encounters  where  people  are  free  to  express  themselves  and  to 
acknowledge pain (Wheatley 1992)14; C) drawing on the biblical picture that reads: “Truth 
and mercy  have met  together;  peace  and  justice  have  kissed”  (Psalm  85:  10),  Lederach 






this way,  reconciliation  is  about  a  reorientation  towards  the  future which  is  undertaken 
together (Lederach 1997: 31). 






















have  now  reconciled  and  live  in  harmony,  with  the  rest  of  the  population  still  pursuing 
killings and harassments (Bayingana 2007). While it may be true that the security situation 
in  Rwanda  has  improved  for many,  it would  be  incorrect  to  equate  that with  successful 
reconciliation.  First  of  all,  this  reading  negates  the  understanding  of  reconciliation  as  a 
long‐term process. And surely, as many research results indicate, including my own, recon‐













when a  society moves  from war  to peace and comes  to  terms with  its past,  justice  is  an 
important  element. However,  justice  as  retributive  justice has  a  certain potential  to pre‐
serve divisions. Justice that is perceived as being restorative, though, is likely to contribute 
to a reconciliation of society (Brandner 2003: 11/18). 






memories might  be  the  only way  to move  on  and  to  carry  on  living  together  in  a  com‐
munity with former enemies. Buckley‐Zistel (2006b) calls this phenomenon “chosen amne‐
sia”. While  this may simply be considered a way of moving on and  thus  finding a way of 
living together again, it certainly contradicts the healing dimension of reconciliation. Heal‐
ing comes about through actively engaging with the past and healing is one of the corner‐







social  traumas are not properly addressed and dealt with,  violence  is  likely  to  return.  In‐
deed, the very case of Rwanda confirms this point: The invading Rwandan Patriotic Front in 
the early 1990s was made up partly of  the  second generation of Tutsi  refugees  that had 
been driven out of the country in the wake of independence (Prunier 1995). Therefore it is 















reconciliation. First of all  there needs  to be peace  in  the sense of a minimum amount of 
physical security. This peaceful coexistence and the building of reliable institutions that can 
then deal efficiently with past  injustices as well as with  future conflicts  figure among the 
most urgent tasks in a post‐conflict situation (Theissen 2004: 234; Paris 2006). Any conflicts 





ety  towards  a  common  and  peaceful  future,  whereas  political  institutions  with  limited 
acceptance may enhance the chances for the recurrence of violence rather than diminish‐




Equally  important  seems  to  be  the  willingness  of  the  hostile  groups  to  accept  a  shared 
future  (Rigby  2001:186).  Until  this  is  the  case,  any  reconciliation  attempt  must  fail.  A 









able  to voice  their  side of  the argument. Education would certainly be  favourable  to  this 
political participation. Callaghan (2003: 28‐9) draws attention to the fact that the “[d]enial 
of access to basic education has been used to maintain political, economic and social  im‐
balances and  injustice,  to  separate and  subjugate,  to engender prejudice and  to  fuel  the 
animosity and antagonism upon which violent conflict is based.” Therefore, as she goes on 
to argue,  there  should be an emphasis on an education  that  is  aiming at  rebuilding  rela‐
tionships and teaching issues of respect, equality and pluralism. 
 
Especially  in  the  African  and  Rwandan  context,  poverty  is  perhaps  not  the  decisive  but 
certainly a favourable factor to conflict. The scarcity of natural resources puts pressure on 
the population whose livelihood depends on agriculture, and therefore increases the likeli‐





There  is  also  a  debate  concerning  the  proper  “timing”  of  reconciliation  initiatives. When 
should  reconciliation  efforts  be  undertaken? Obviously  reconciliation  becomes  an  option 
when there have been disagreements or (violent) conflicts and people are looking for ways 
to continue  life with each other. Huyse  (2003: 44) writes about  the numerous difficulties 
societies  face  in  the  immediate  aftermath  of  a  conflict.  Reconciliation,  so  he  explains, 
would  therefore be  considered  as  rather  inappropriate,  at  least  in  a  sense  that  goes be‐





















is how this change  is going to be realised.  In  this section  I  shall  stick  largely  to a concept 
proposed by Pearlman and Staub  (2002)  that emphasises  the healing aspect of  reconcili‐




Staub present  it as “a cycle  in which progress  in one realm fosters progress  in  the other. 
Ultimately, processes of healing and reconciliation contribute  to  the prevention of  future 














perpetrators.  This  may  include  confessions  but  also  actions  that  prove  their  sincerity. 
 Theory and Practice of Reconciliation in Rwanda  13 
Brandner  (2003: 25) highlights  the  “ongoing  interaction of  apology and  forgiveness”  that 
will ensue, when people are willing to confess. Healing is thus advanced as people embark 
on  forgiving  their  tormentors.  Forgiveness  is  about  giving  up ones  right  to  revenge,  is  in 
fact contradictory to justice. Quite obviously, there are dangers as well, as forgiveness does 
increase  one's  vulnerability.  And  yet,  “research with  individuals  has  shown  that  in  some 
situations, forgiving benefits those who were harmed. […] It  lifts the burden of anger and 
the  desire  of  revenge.  Conversely,  people  who  do  not  forgive  their  transgressors  have 
more  psychological  difficulties”  (Staub  and  Pearlman  2001:  207).  Pearlman  and  Staub 
(2002)  emphasise  that  some  healing  needs  to  have  taken  place  before  forgiveness  can 
become an  issue. They conclude that “forgiving both arises from and contributes to heal‐
ing.”  It  is considered crucial  that  forgiveness  is accorded to “members of  the perpetrator 
group who neither perpetrated nor planned violence. […] Without that, accepting the other 
and seeing the possibility of a peaceful future in which the two groups live in harmony do 
not seem possible”  (Gubin et al. 2005: 301‐2).    Finally,  justice  is supportive of healing as 
well.  The  assurance  that  justice  has  been  done  is  a  form  of  respect.  This  may  happen 
through  legal courts or  for example reparations  that would give  tangible proof  to victims 














One must  bear  in mind,  though,  that  in  social  science  specific  root  causes which  can  be 













others.  Pearlman  and  Staub  (2002)  stress  the  importance  of  allowing  oneself  to  express 
emotions and of sharing them with others. I would like to include at this point, the role of 
dialogue projects,  as described by Ropers  (2004).  In  the  “human‐relations dialogue”  con‐
nection  is  taken  a  step  further  as  communication  is  not  limited  to  a  homogenous  group 
(e.g. of victims) but  takes place between  the  formerly hostile groups: “The objectives are 
mutual acknowledgement of the person and increased respect by each party for the other” 
(Ropers 2004: 257). Learning to be emphatic will certainly contribute to the “participants’ 
skills  in  interacting  constructively  with  one  another”  (Ropers  2004:  260).  Furthermore, 
Ropers mentions  the potential  for  reconciliation  that  is  to be  found  in dialogue projects, 
when  they  eventually  turn  into  common  activity  initiatives  (Ropers  2004:  261).  Theissen 
alludes  to  this  as  well,  describing  grassroots  initiatives  that may  help  to  build  trust  and 
mutual understanding in addressing the needs of all parties involved in a conflict. He high‐





ing”  (Pearlman  and  Staub  2002).  Generally,  this  may mean  finding  a  new  vision  for  the 




be overcome  is  crucial  to  the  reconciliation process  in post‐conflict  societies:  “If  traumas 
are not recognized and tactfully approached, there is nothing to reconcile” (quote from a 
trauma therapist in Richters et al. 2005). However, the question is how trauma can be ef‐
















The  Kinyarwanda  term  for  reconciliation  is  ubwiyunge,  which  has  its  origin  in  the  verb 
kunga. Kunga means to  join two pieces that have come apart or to medically  treat e.g. a 
fractured bone. According to Ngendahayo (2008), the term kunga was then (already before 
the  genocide)  increasingly  used  in  order  to  refer  to  the  restoration  of  relationships  be‐
tween  families  or  individuals  –  “it  came  to  be  integrated  in  Rwandan  socio‐systems  of 
every day  life as a way a process/action  to  repair  the broken relationship   between   two 




After  the war and genocide  the Rwandan government as well as  the churches  initiated a 
resurgence of “ubwiyunge” in the public sphere. It entered official discourse with the goal 
to reunite the people, to repair and bring back the broken relationships between Hutu and 
















Modern  Rwandan  history  has  been  clearly  shaped  by  debates  on  ethnicity  (see  Chrétien 
1999;  Eltringham  2004;  Prunier  1995).  However,  it  is  not  the  unchanging  nature  of  the 
ethnic groups that influences politics but, as Newbury and Newbury (1995: 8‐9) point out, 
“the political relevance of ethnic  identities  is shaped by political context.  It  is politics that 
makes ethnicity important (or, indeed, unimportant), not ethnicity which invariably defines 
politics.”17  The post‐genocide Rwandan government also acknowledged this fact. Today its 







(Buckley‐Zistel 2006a: 102). The need  for new “cross‐cutting”  identities – across  formerly 
antagonistic factions – after internal conflicts is widely acknowledged (cf. Paris 2006: 195). 
But  the  top‐down  approach  of  the  Rwandan  government  negates  the  daily  reality  of  its 
people. Their (recent) history and therefore today’s situation has been shaped by the very 
conflict between ethnic groups and ethnic consciousness might even have been enhanced 
through  the  genocide  (Buckley‐Zistel  2006a:  112).  Ethnic  identities  are  silently  kept  alive 
and people continue to  talk about “the other”  in secret  (IC/7). The government of “unity 
and  reconciliation”  seems  to  radically  promote  the  former  while  neglecting  the  latter. 
“Rwanda  does  not  have  a  national,  public  space where  [the many  lingering  tensions  be‐
tween  the different groups]  can be addressed”  (Buckley‐Zistel 2006a: 112).  Therefore –  I 
shall argue – the government must rely on civil society actors that are able and willing to 
take up the role of mediators between the former parties of the conflict.20  This, however, 
























past,  in addition  to  the emphasis on “Rwandanness”, does harbour  some dangers. These 

















tions  (see e.g.  IC/11;  IC/18;  IC/19)  is  that with  their  rigorous  –  though  comprehensible – 
pursuit of  justice  IBUKA/AVEGA  sometimes become obstacles  for  reconciliation. And yet, 
the survivor organisations could actually be key players in the process of reconciliation. As 
one  of  my  interviewees  puts  it:  “Reconciliation  doesn’t  need  to  start  with  the  victims. 









How are  ethnic  cleavages  dealt with  at  the  local,  public  level?  Buckley‐Zistel  argues  that 
simply they are not.23  With her introduction of the term chosen amnesia she describes the 
way people remember not only the immediate origins of genocide but also the many con‐
flicts of  the past, describing  it as “less a mental  failure  than a conscious strategy  to cope 
with living in proximity to ‘killers’ or ‘traitors’” (2006b: 132). Memory is always about inter‐
preting the past. The way it is done in a society affects its cohesion and relationships. Buck‐
ley‐Zistel  contrasts  chosen  amnesia  with  chosen  trauma. Whereas  the  latter  produces  a 
collective  (victim)  identity  that  is  clearly  opposed  to  those  of  the  ones  who  caused  the 
trauma, chosen amnesia has the exact opposite effect. People refrain from recalling collec‐
tive experiences,  thus “preventing  the  interpretation of a shared, group‐specific past and 
the production of  a  ‘we‐feeling’.  Chosen  amnesia  does  not  introduce  a  sense of  closure, 
nor  is  it productive of a bounded  identity, but  rather  it allows  for more  flexible  inclusion 
and exclusion  into collective  identities”  (Buckley‐Zistel 2004: 7).  The  result of  this way of 
(not) remembering the past  is “pretending peace” (Buckley‐Zistel 2004: 12): The fact that 
most Rwandans are found in peaceful coexistence today does not mean that past antago‐




express  grievances  of  long  ago  would  upset  the  social  balance.  Therefore,  people  “are 
concerned  instead with  continuing daily  life  in  the  community”  (Buckley‐Zistel  2004: 12). 
What  is  interesting  though  is  that  Joseph Nyamutera,  responsible  for AEE’s  reconciliation 
department  at  that  time  (see  chapter  3.2.  for AEE’s  reconciliation  programme),  uses  the 









high  rate  of  HIV‐infection  among  survivors  contributes  to  the  mental  suffering  ensuing 
from  rape  and  abuse  during  the  past  years  (Buckley‐Zistel  2004:  9),  which  is  partly  still 
going on today (IC/13). Although ethnicity  is hardly mentioned  in public,  in personal con‐







education  (IC/13;  IC/15).  Freedom of  speech  is  very  limited due  to  the above mentioned 




vourable. However,  it  is  not  just  the  difficult  situation  of  the  individual  that  poses  prob‐
lems. Of equally great importance to the national process of reconciliation are the regional 
differences  in  the  country  that  mark  people’s  attitudes  towards  each  other,  the  gov‐
ernment or towards other groups. Whereas in some areas almost the entire Tutsi popula‐






ceding  the  genocide. While  it  remains  rather  unclear what  exactly  happened  during  the 
years  of  occupation  and  the  period  of  the  genocide,25  some  of  my  interview  partners 
spoke  of  abuses  suffered  by  the  (primarily  Hutu)  population  of  Byumba  at  the  hands  of 
members  of  the  RPF  which  could  indeed  pose  a  serious  problem  to  reconciliation  on  a 
national  level.  The  government  finds  itself  in  an  impasse  since  any  acknowledgement  of 
organised action against parts of the Byumba population would be grist for the mill of the 
supporters  of  a  “double‐genocide”‐thesis.26  The  problem  is  not  being  ignored,  though. 
AEE, who are putting on “Healing and Reconciliation Seminars” all around the country, are 
repeatedly  invited  to hold  these seminars  for gacaca  judges  in areas where  the  tribunals 
face great antagonisms and rejection, as in Byumba, also. What is evident therefore is that 














26    Molenaar  (2005: 90) highlights  the  fact  that a number of people support  the  thesis of a “double‐









struggle  for  power  in  (pre‐)colonial  times was not  just  on  an  ethnic  basis  but  also  had  a 
regional dimension to  it, with the (predominantly Hutu) chiefdoms of the north opposing 








survival  of  the  latter whom  they  had  believed  dead  or  collaborating  (Brandstetter  2004: 
147).  Their  respective  situations  vary  greatly  as well  –  survivors  trying  to  come  to  terms 
with what has happened and returnees perhaps empathising with them yet occupied with 
different matters, such as rebuilding a prosperous life (Buckley‐Zistel 2006b: 146). But even 
among  the  various  groups  of  returnees  there  are  tensions  –  for  them  having  lived  in 
Burundi, Zaire, Tanzania or Uganda provided for very different experiences, receptions by 
the nationals, integration or not in the local societies, and hopes, fears and motivations for 
returning  to  Rwanda  (IC/7;  IC/8). Many  groups  in  Rwanda  have  their  particular  interests 
and needs, from which one of my interview partners has drawn the conclusion that recon‐
ciliation  in  Rwanda  really  concerned  the  reconciliation  of  all  of  these  different  people 
(IC/6). 
The  following,  final  point  bears  close  resemblance  to  the  goal  the Rwandan  government 
pleads for – the unity of the country. While unity as such is not negative, the question is by 
what means unity is or could be achieved. In the following subsections we will gain a rough 







Rwandan  state.  It  is my objective  to mention what  is  being done without offering  an  in‐
depth  analysis  and detailed  critical  assessments of  the undertakings.  I will  thus  resort  to 
















from  different  parts  of  the  society,  such  as  ex‐combatants,  traders,  survivors,  prisoners, 
and so forth. Before entering university, students also have to attend educative classes in 
ingando (IC/3; IC/16). Topics covered include an “analysis of Rwanda’s problems; history of 
Rwanda; political  and  socioeconomic  issues  in Rwanda and Africa,  rights, obligations and 
duties  and  leadership”.  Ingando  play  an  important  role  in  that  they  teach  people  about 
Rwandan history and  its conflicts and are furthermore beneficial  to the process of recon‐





it  is  concluded  that  “[t]he  colonizers  instituted  ethnic  groups  and  categorised  Rwandans 
accordingly […]” and that “a simple analysis of Rwandan history shows that the colonizers 
were  at  the  origin  of  ethnic  dissension”  (Penal  Reform  International  2004:  28,  italics  re‐
moved). Equally problematic for a constructive contribution to open debate that takes the 
historic  realities  of  the  society  into  account  is  the  presentation  of  facts  that  led  to  the 














land  2002).  Community‐based  courts,  which  had  their  origins  in  the  Rwandan  tradition 
were  supposed  to  strike  a  balance between  restorative  and  retributive  justice  (Brandner 
2003: 76). They were thought to bring about reconciliation (Molenaar 2005: 67). The fact 
that  the  (lay)  judges are part of  the community and  the accused are given  incentives  for 
their confessions (upon which the victims should grant them forgiveness), show indeed the 











A programme directed at compensating victims  is  the Travaux d’Intérêt Général  (TIG).  In‐
stead  of  having  to  spend  the  entire  sentence  in  prison,  the  convicted  can  choose  to  do 
community  service  half  of  the  time.  They  construct  roads,  build  houses  for  survivors  or 





than an  interesting or useful  activity  – during  the months or  years  they  spend doing TIG 

































widows  and people  living  in  areas  then prone  to  attacks  of  intruding  interahamwe were 















28  Kinyarwanda for “villages”. 





prevalent  in Rwandan society. According to Gérard, a  local doctor  from the Huye district, 
there  are  training  programmes  lasting  several  weeks  for  medical  staff.  However,  staff 
shortages  coupled  with  time  constraints  mean  that  psychological  problems  are  not  ad‐
equately taken care of (SSI/21). Only counselling is offered, which for many people who are 
not  familiar  with  the  trauma  concept  is  like  a  consultation:  “Many  people  believe  that 
trauma  is  like  malaria.  People  come  to  me  for  treatment  a  few  times,  and  that  is  it” 
(trauma  counsellor,  quoted  in  Richters  et  al.  (2005:  214)).  Findings  by  a  European  socio‐
therapist  suggest  that  trauma‐counselling  practices  that  were  developed  in  Europe  or 
America are culturally inappropriate. She goes on to suggest that group‐based approaches 
would be more suitable, except that a society in which most of the people are at least oc‐















the  country,  keeps  a  list  of  several  hundred,  often  local NGOs  and  churches who are  in‐





find  new  “parents”  for  child  headed  households  (CHH)  of  which  there  are  more  than 
100.000 in Rwanda. The CHH in Gitarama province were divided up into groups of five CHH 
who then chose one new parent each; the parents received legal and practical training and 
were  ordered  to  visit  the  children  on  a  regular  basis. Moreover,  entire  communities  got 








ows  and  orphans.  Started  upon  the  initiative  of  a  number  of  Rwandans  soon  after  the 
genocide,  the  organisation  chose  to  support  the  needy  in  “comforting”  them.  Through 




their wounds and traumata and  in  this way to support  the process of  reconciliation  (bro‐
chure of Solace Ministries, SSI/30).   
The Commission Episcopale “Justice et Paix” is part of a worldwide programme set up and 
run by the Catholic Church.  In Rwanda  its focus  is on peace building and reconciliation at 


















Richters  et  al.  (2005:  214)  remarked  that  most  of  the  trauma‐counselling  organisations 
operating in Rwanda are based in Kigali with only few individuals working in other parts of 
the country. The facilitators of such programmes were often trained abroad or by interna‐
tional  NGOs  working  in  Rwanda.  Notwithstanding  the  problems  of  the  western‐style 
trauma counselling in Rwanda already addressed above, there is a considerable number of 












onciliation  process  include  international  organisations  like  SURF  or  the  Aegis  trust.  SURF 
(Survivors Fund)  is a UK‐based organisation that offers support to Rwandan genocide sur‐
vivors  in  terms  of material  aid  and  advocacy.  They  also  support  education  on  genocide‐
related issues as well as supporting the commemorations taking place in Rwanda. 
 




Both organisations are  close  to  IBUKA, obviously defending  the  cause of  the  survivors of 
the genocide. It remains to be seen, however, in what way they will be influential or sup‐
portive  to  the  process  of  reconciliation.  Their  motivation  to  support  survivors  is  under‐
standable  and  justified.  What  is  critical,  though,  is  the  one‐sided  approach,  which  risks 
hindering other reconciliation efforts undertaken. The sole pursuit of justice may lead to a 
dead end as  far as  reconciliation  is concerned. Where the  interests of only one party are 
















sible  for  everybody  to  buy  health  insurance.  The  entire  community  takes  part  in mutual 










First World War  and  further  developed  in  the Netherlands  in  the  1970s,  sociotherapy  is 
now being applied in various countries. Its singularity lies in its participatory approach, as it 





aggravated  through  the gacaca  courts,  the  church had asked  for help  from Cora Dekker, 
who had been practising sociotherapy with refugees in the Netherlands. Since then, several 
cycles  of  15 weeks  have  been  run. Owing  to  the  positive  results,  the  programme  is  cur‐





to  restore  their  feelings  of  dignity  and  integrity,  to  reduce  social  and psychosocial  stress 
and to give psychosocial assistance to the participants of the gacaca hearings. The Anglican 
Church  recognises  the  many  weaknesses  of  gacaca  but  holds  the  position  that  gacaca 
should  be  supported.  Therefore  gacaca  should  be  accompanied  by  another  approach  – 
where  people’s  participation  is  voluntary  and where  they  experience  dignity,  safety  and 
trust. 
                                                                  






tives of sociotherapy are  likely to contribute to the healing of  the  individual as well as to 
the healing of relationships. As one of the sociotherapists put it, the goal of sociotherapy is 
“social  healing”. He  referred  to  the  restoration  and healing of  social  ties,  not  specifically 









workers.  No  specific  religious  affiliation  was  required,  only  graduation  from  secondary 
school.  Those  32  received  training  from  Cora  Dekker  from  September  until  November 








direct  links  though.  Sociotherapy groups  comprise around  ten members and  two  facilita‐
tors  each, meeting  once  a week  over  a  period  of  fifteen weeks.  In  this way,  there were 
more than 450 beneficiaries per cycle. 
 
After  the end of  the  first  cycle of  sociotherapy no  further group meetings were planned. 
However, most  of  the  groups  decided  to  continue  and  to  keep on meeting, mostly  on  a 
monthly  basis.  Some  facilitators  even decided  to  further  accompany  them voluntarily.  In 














pants. Right  from the outset –  i.e.  from the  training of  the  facilitators –  the principles of 
participation and ownership were emphasised. In the course of the training, the facilitators 
themselves  played  a  significant  role  in  developing  an  approach  of  sociotherapy  in  the 
Rwandan context. Equality, democratic decision‐making and responsibility were tested and 
applied in a number of group activities. Learning by doing was one of the slogans that al‐








atmosphere  of  safety  and  trust.  This  kind  of  open  communication,  sometimes  involving 
one’s  intimate  problems,  is  relatively  uncommon  in  Rwanda.  However,  as  sociotherapy 
shows, people value both sharing  their difficulties as well as  the opportunity  to socialise. 
They then go on to help and assist each other – often in the form of advice and sometimes 
even  in  taking  practical  steps.  The  important  role  of  each  participant  in  sociotherapy  is 








tion to safety and  trust, which constitute  the  first  two,  there are care, respect, new rules 
and memory of emotions. These phases, their teaching contents as well as their sequential 
order  were  established  together  with  the  facilitators‐to‐be  during  the  training  sessions. 












ther  than  on  the  terrible  memories  of  the  past,  as  is  the  case  in  trauma  counselling 
(Richters  et  al.  2005:  215).  The  past,  however, will  not  be  ignored,  if  people  bring  it  up 
voluntarily. The goal  is  to  increase “safety and  trust within a group, which  should contri‐
bute to social cohesion and finding meaning  in  life again. The therapy makes use of daily 
events  in  participants’  lives  in  order  to  achieve  awareness  raising,  enhancement  and  re‐
socialisation with respect to social and personal functioning“ (Richters et al. 2005: 215). By 
the means  of  the  six  phases mentioned,  people  are  given  a  framework  that  should  help 
them to deal with their everyday situations and to re‐integrate in society and social life. In 
response to the specific problems that arise – and in an interactive process – one tries to 
find  specific  solutions. Hence,  sociotherapy  is  a  rather  neutral  approach  and  even  in  the 







official  discourse  when  it  comes  to  the  issue  of  ethnicity  (see  e.g.  M/5;  SSI/16).  There 
seems  to  be  a  discrepancy  between  the  importance  given  to  the  issue  within  the  pro‐
gramme and the attention paid in official discourse. However, as I was told in a discussion 




experienced  in  everyday  life  as  it may  be  for  people  in  other  areas.  It  would  be worth, 




According  to Emmanuel Ngendahayo,  sociotherapy  is not  seen as a  spiritual  approach  to 
trauma  and  suffering.  Although  initiated  by  and  now working  under  the  auspices  of  the 
Anglican Church, sociotherapy does not require participants to be church members, since it 
seeks  to  serve  society  as  a  whole.  Only  some  of  the  participants  are  affiliated  with  the 
























A  short while  after  the  genocide  a man  in M.  sold  his  property  and 





but  hostility  prevailed  for  years,  their  respective wives  even  tried  to 
poison  the  other’s  husband.  The  nephew  then  took  part  in  socio‐
therapy  and  started  to  change  his  attitude.  He  understood  that  for 
him it was necessary to forgive and to take the first step towards his 
uncle.  Little  by  little  they  approached  each  other,  asking  for  water 
(which  in  Rwanda  is  a  typical  sign  for  a  trustful  relationship)  and 



















had  been  isolated,  lonely  and  downhearted.  Through  the  programme  they  not  only  be‐
came encouraged and more confident but were now also better integrated in society. Peo‐






attitudes  to  life.  Through  the  teachings  and  the  discussions,  a  better  understanding  for 
social processes and conflicts was promoted which in turn had an impact on the relation‐
ships people have with other members of  the communities. Both  the newly  found confi‐
dence of  the participants  as well  as  the  interested  regards of  the outsiders were  further 






attitudes  towards  openly  discussing  one’s  problems  are  somewhat  hesitant  in  Rwanda; 
often there is a lack of trust. However, after war and genocide everyone is affected by suf‐
fering,  so  that  silence due  to a  fear of marginalisation  should not exist. One possible ex‐






people  regain  trust,  acceptance  and  experience  affection  and  care  (Pearlman  and  Staub 




One could certainly  raise  the point whether  just basically  trained  laypeople who serve as 
facilitators  are  really  able  to  provide  psychological  support  for  traumatised  people.  In  a 
recently  published  article  offering  some  reflections  on  the  first  two  and  a  half  years  of 




approach are also  recognised:  sociotherapy  “cannot handle  serious psychiatric problems, 
and may even provoke a request for individual trauma counselling or psychiatric treatment 
that  (as  yet)  cannot  be met.  However,  sociotherapy  can  provide  the  social  hammock  in 
which individual care could be embedded. The optimal situation would be a differentiated 






indeed seems to positively support  the process and the people  involved. One strength  in 
this  respect  would  be  that  the  programme  is  not  only  concerned with  the  cause  of  the 
survivors but takes into account the problems of all marginalised people, irrespective of the 
“categories” they fall  into. As underlined by Staub and Pearlman (1998), not only “victims 





























target  of which  is  the  evangelisation of  urban Africa. One of  the  three  core  areas  in  the 
Rwandan branch of AEE  is  reconciliation. The “peace and reconciliation programme” was 
founded in 1991 and, taking into account the changed needs of the population, changed its 
name  to  “programme  of  inner  healing  and  reconciliation”  after  the  genocide  (Umuraza 
2006:  29).  Right  after  the  genocide  Christian  leaders  from  different  denominations  and 
ethnic  groups met  to discuss possible measures after an 85% Christian  country had  seen 
such  horrific  events.  It  became  clear  to  them  that  it was  the  church  that would  have  to 
promote  forgiveness  and  reconciliation,  but  at  first  the  church  itself  would  have  to  be 




AEE’s  reconciliation  work  at  the  time  of  field  research  comprised  several  areas,  namely 
youth work, music,  radio broadcasts, prison ministry,  “top  leaders’ prayer breakfast” and 
“Healing and Reconciliation Seminars”.  It  is those seminars that I was able to do research 




To AEE  it was of  concern  to avoid a  top‐down approach and  to  train  local  teams  instead 
(Umuraza 2006: 30). The idea was to thus reach out to the whole of the population using 
church structures. By means of a snowball system, former participants were meant to train 
others  to  also  become  actively  involved  in  this  kind  of  work.  Seventeen  of  those  teams 
were trained, comprising five to ten people each. Most of them are now working in specific 
geographical areas,  spread out over  the whole of  the country. Three  teams are  targeting 
particular categories of people. This is the case for instance for Christian Action for Recon‐
ciliation and Social Assistance (CARSA), who are focussing on youth and who I was able to 
join  for  some  seminars.  The  teams  are  allowed  to work  in  all  directions,  for  example  in 
                                                                  







One  sub‐section  of  AEE’s  reconciliation  department  holds  “Healing  and  Reconciliation 
seminars” for gacaca judges. AEE are invited by the government to areas where the gacaca 
face particular resilience. By means of the seminars AEE invite people involved in the hear‐
ings  to consider  their own experiences, hoping that  this will  sensitise  them regarding the 





accommodation or  transport. The main  focus of  their work  is on youth and the region of 
Bugesera  which  had  suffered  greatly  during  the  genocide.  Meanwhile  several  self‐help 
groups  were  established  there  with  members  of  all  categories,  like  survivors  or  ex‐







nities  suffering  from  ethnic  bitterness  and  hatred.  [People]  from  differing  ethnic  and 
church backgrounds are invited to encounter God and one another on an emotional level. 
In  this  safe environment,  they are encouraged  to experience healing and are able  to de‐
velop new perspectives and attitudes.”33 
 













and  stay  at  home overnight.  In  the  case  of  the  seminars  I  attended,  a  simple  lunch was 







neighbour  to  the  group,  having  shared with him a particular  grief  they had experienced. 
This  immediately  created  a  sense of  community  and  solidarity  and was  the basis  for  the 
trust that began to develop among the participants.       
 
The content of the seminar was structured around 
the  metaphoric  reconstruction  of  the  house  that 
symbolised our wounded heart (see figure 1). The 
foundation  was  seen  as  “understanding  God’s 
heart”,  the walls  as  the  “healing  of wounds”,  the 
beam  representing  “repentance  and  forgiveness” 
and  all  being  concluded  by  reconciliation.  Jesus 
was  said  to  be  the  mason,  an  indication  of  the 
biblical grounding of the seminar contents. Before 
the “rebuilding” started, the facilitators elaborated 
on  wounds  and  suffering.  Mostly  in  interaction 
with  the  participants  it  was  established  that  all 
Rwandans had suffered –  including Hutu and Twa 
–  and  were  thus  in  need  of  healing.  It  was 

























increasing  frankness  came  up with  stereotypes  people  hold  against  the  others.  Through 
talking about them overtly, it became obvious to the people that most of the stereotypes 
had no reasonable grounding, were  rather  to be seen as being  related  to  individuals and 
had often been used as means of agitation and contempt. The session was concluded with 
the urge  to break  these  cycles of prejudices and  take measures  to do away with  fuelling 
hatred and disrespect. 
 
Talking about  these  issues had probably already stirred up old wound  in people, but was 
taken a step further by talk on the “personal experiences” that influenced our actions and 
therefore  the  “fruits”  of  our  society.  There was  teaching  on mourning  and bereavement 





of passages  from  the bible  it was  shown  that God’s heart  is  aching  in  the  face of  all  the 
misery  and  that  Jesus  came  to  comfort  the  mourning.  People  gathered  information  on 




in  the past. Then people gathered  in groups of  four where  they shared  their experiences 
with each other. Often one could find both perpetrators and survivors in the same group. 
Back  in  the audience, each group mentioned one exceptionally  terrible experience which 
was then written on the blackboard. The seminar leaders elaborated on Jesus being able to 
bear and to heal all those sufferings, drawing on the biblical passage of Isaiah 53: 4‐5: “He 
has  borne our  grieves  and  carried our  sorrows,  […]  and by his  stripes we  are  healed.” A 
large wooden cross was put in the middle and the people were asked to come forward, if 
they wished, to nail their papers on the cross and thus symbolically hand all their pain over 






When people  returned  for  the  third day, many people were eager  to  tell  the others  that 










could  happen,  as  in  several  cases,  that  forgiveness was withheld where  repentance was 





































sage  that we  give  to  the  people  is  not  a  technique  but  a  personal  experience. We  have 
discovered  that  it  is  not  the  seminar  that  brings  about  healing  but  that  it  is  Jesus” 
(Con/236). For us it is impossible to prove the validity of this claim. What we can do, though, 
is  to  look at  the methods,  contents  and outcomes of  the  seminars,  bearing  in mind  that 
traumatic experiences as well  as healing may have a  spiritual dimension  to many people 
(Pearlman and Staub 2002).  It may be worth noting that  it  is not only Christians who are 





have noted talk on ethnicity  is all but banned from the Rwandan public.  It  is therefore all 
the more astounding that AEE not only hold many of these seminars openly but are even 
supported and invited by the government. One suspicion was that this was possibly due to 
the  influence  of  Antoine  Rutayisire,  vice‐president  of  the  NURC,  who  also  is  the  team 













issues openly. This  contributed  to a better understanding of  the  roots of  conflict, an ele‐
ment which is also strongly supported both by Pearlman and Staub (2002) and Gubin et al. 
(2005: 298). It is certainly justified to call into question the approach of presupposing con‐





aged  people  to  open  up,  to  confess  and  to  share  their  sufferings.  People  talked  and  lis‐
tened to each other, which – according to a staff member of CARSA – is very rare in every‐









Acknowledgement  of wounds  from  the  past  –  partly  in writing  and  drawing  exercises  –, 
atonement by the perpetrators and forgiveness (Pearlman and Staub 2002) were as much 
























ence  the gacaca  trials,  if  the  changes which occurred prove  to  be  lasting.  It  is  then  that 
repentance and forgiveness accorded will be put to the test. Concerning forgiveness during 
the  seminars, one must bear  in mind  though,  that healing  takes  time and – as Pearlman 
























what reconciliation  is and with their work address but a  few of the many  issues at stake. 
However, precisely this may be the very character of “reconciliation work”: A multitude of 
methods and ideas that does not follow one singular line while all the initiatives are work‐







cate  a  unity  without  reconciliation”,  since  “[r]econciliation  would  imply  addressing  the 
many  lingering  tensions  between  the  different  groups.” We  have  seen  that  for  the  gov‐
ernment it  is difficult if not impossible to address certain issues or to come up with perti‐
nent solutions for certain problems. Therefore it has to instead rely on non‐governmental 
initiatives.  Interestingly  enough  there  are  government  representatives who  acknowledge 





captive of.  This  is  not only  the  case of  the AEE  seminars but  also of  the Byumba  region, 
when the sociotherapy project was first introduced to the authorities (SSI/16)37. Certainly, 
as  a  former member  of  staff  of  a  SOS  Childrens’  Village  put  it,  “[t]he NGOs  integrate  in 
national  politics.  They  have  to  act  according  to  the  general  terms  of  unity  and  reconcili‐
ation”  (IC/6)38.  However,  it  is  recognised  by  most  stakeholders,  that  there  is  no  single 




the  two projects  I  researched as case studies on  the one hand and  the state programme 
“gacaca tribunals” on the other hand. Bloomfield, as we have seen, insisted upon the tak‐
ing  into account of  customary methods of  resolving conflicts.  It  is  interesting now  to  see 
that on the one hand officials acknowledge the need for help in gacaca, while on the other 
hand both sociotherapy and AEE support the tribunals. Even though the gacaca may only 
represent  a  pseudo‐traditional  way  of  administering  justice,  they  are  nevertheless  per‐





(Con/539).  The  transformation  they  go  through  during  and  after  the  seminars  may  then 
                                                                  
37    When one of the initiators of sociotherapy talked to the regions prefect, she tried to explain to him 
that  in  sociotherapy  issues might be  raised  that are politically delicate.  The official  answered:  “I’ll 
leave this to you. You are the professional” (SSI/16). 
38    Translation  by myself.  The  original  reads :  “Les  ONG  s’intègrent  dans  la  politique  nationale.  Elles 
doivent suivre les grandes lignes de l'unité et la réconciliation.”  









to  require healing at  the  community  level.”  From what we have  learned of  the  two case 
studies, we can hold that sociotherapy and the AEE seminars (as well as a number of other 
initiatives)  follow this  line and try  to bring healing  in a community setting. This approach 
may  also  come  close  to  the  Rwandan word  “ubwiyunge”  and  therefore  to  the  Rwandan 
understanding of reconciliation since it also implies a strong notion of togetherness. How‐










Having  looked at various programmes directed at achieving national  reconciliation,  it has 
become clear that there are some aspects which risk impeding or hindering reconciliation. 
When it comes to government initiatives like the annual commemorations and the gacaca 
tribunals,  clearly  not  everybody  feels  provided  for  to  the  same degree.  Even  though  the 
motivation behind these measures may be understandable, it is likely that they risk posing 
obstacles  to  the  reconciliation process,  if  the needs of  some are not  taken  into  account. 
This may also be the case for the survivor organisations, who evidently serve only people 
classified  as  “survivors”  of  the  genocide  and who  sometimes  tend  to monopolise  victim‐
hood. 
 
NGO  initiatives  like  AEE,  the  sociotherapy  programme,  churches  or  other  humanitarian 
NGOs serve here as a kind of catalyser, assisting all people  irrespective of their particular 
background and acknowledging that victims and perpetrators alike have suffered. As men‐
tioned  already,  this  behaviour  is  certainly  beneficial  to  and  characteristic  of  the  overall 
reconciliation process. However, there is also another side to this: One could argue that the 
Rwandan  government  are  constructing  security  and  stability  in  the  country  to  the  detri‐
                                                                  




ment  of  those Hutu who  also  have  suffered.  They  are  neglected by  the  state  and  in  the 







































































































































































































(1) CARSA-Document with a testimony of seminar participant 
 







My name  is    Mugisha, Simon*,  I am 28 old.  In 1994 when the genocide started,  I was  in 
the 6th form of primary school. 
 
In  June 1994, my whole  family  and  I were displaced  to  the  south of  the  country  (Gikon‐
goro),  we  lived  in  Kibeho  camp  for  2  years.  In  1996  soldiers  surrounded  the  camp  and 
started      to open fire at every one in the camp. I ran and survived. My dad and other rela‐











































IC/6  former member of staff of an SOS childrens’ village    31/07/2006 
IC/7  member of staff of a local AEE branch  01/08/2006 






















Con/3  old‐case‐load  refugee;  former  participant  of  AEE’s  reconcili‐
ation seminars 
29/08/2006 











































































M/2  foreign  sociotherapist  and 
sociotherapy  groups  in  Mu‐
hura 
follow‐up meeting  16/08/2006 
M/3  foreign  sociotherapist,  socio‐
therapy  staff  from  Byumba 





M/4  two  members  of  staff  of 
CARSA, Kigali 
introduction to CARSA  05/09/2006 
M/5  sociotherapy leaders  discussion  on  the  different 
approaches  of  the  socio‐
therapy project and AEE 
15/09/2006 
M/6  sociotherapy  leaders  and  a 
local church leader 
discussion  on  the  different 




















POb/7  Healing  and  Reconciliation  seminar  for  gacaca  judges,  con‐
ducted by AEE 
18‐19/09/ 
2006 
 
